Mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) services are often inadequate before a disaster (Saxena *et al*, [@r7]). Worldwide, disaster settings are challenged to provide appropriate access to mental healthcare. Haiti had a severe shortage of mental health institutions and professionals prior to the 2010 earthquake. In Sri Lanka, two general practitioners provided MHPSS in tsunami-affected Kalmunai and Hambantota districts with populations over 400 000, because district general hospitals had no departments to treat mental health patients. In Pakistan, two psychiatrists and one mental health hospital in Mansehra provided services to the North-West Frontier, with a population over 1 million, before it was hit by a major earthquake in 2005. In Jordan, 150 000 Iraqi refugees from the 2003 war sought costly mental health services from private psychiatrists or the psychiatric hospital in Amman, since Jordanian general hospitals had no psychiatric wards. There were long waiting-lists and shortages of medication. In Croatia, before the 1991--95 war, mental health services were accessible at the community level, although general and psychiatric hospitals provided most services. Mental healthcare in pre-war Iraq was provided at two state psychiatric hospitals in Baghdad and 22 psychiatric units attached to general hospitals.

After a disaster, gaps between needs and services widen. Some 30--50% of victims develop moderate or severe psychological distress. This group can benefit from social interventions and basic psychological treatment. Rates of mild and moderate mental disorders increase by 5--10% and severe disorders by 1--2% (Van Ommeren *et al*, [@r9]). Those with such disorders need access to mental healthcare, which is best provided through primary healthcare or community mental healthcare. Primary care clinics are appropriate owing to their easy accessibility and the non-stigmatising environment (Van Ommeren *et al*, [@r9]).

There is a global consensus among experts that the effects of disaster on mental health are best addressed by existing services, that is, through capacity building rather than by establishing parallel systems (Inter-Agency Standing Committee, [@r2]). MHPSS interventions in emergencies should begin with a clear vision for the long-term advancement of community mental health services (Perez-Salez *et al*, [@r5]). A post-disaster focus on mental health, paired with professional expertise, can improve community services and access for affected populations (Saraceno *et al*, [@r6]).

The aims for mental healthcare and psychosocial care after disasters {#s1}
====================================================================

After a disaster, MHPSS is designed to improve the emotional, mental and social well-being of beneficiaries. Individuals are empowered and thereby enhance their resilience and emotional stability. Stress disorders are managed in order to prevent severe mental health problems. At the societal level, families and groups are assisted through support networks. Interventions serve to raise awareness, mitigate stress and restore social and cultural constructs. Access at the community level to mental health services is ensured.

The broad and long-term impact of disasters on population mental health necessitates community-oriented services to address psychological problems. The process of community strengthening provides a fertile social context to mitigate the emotional response to adversity (Global Fund, [@r1]).

Interventions {#s2}
=============

Evidence-based experience in disaster settings supports certain psychological and social interventions. The training of volunteers and para-professionals can quickly improve access to basic psychosocial services for the population. In Sri Lanka after the tsunami, 500 community-level workers were recruited, trained and appointed to 14 tsunami-affected communities, nine of which had no psychiatrist. In Haiti after the 2010 earthquake, 190 community-level workers trained by Cordaid, an international non-governmental organisation (INGO), brought crucial interventions to five targeted departments. In Syria, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) used community outreach and psychosocial centres to provide MHPSS and improve well-being.

Community-level mental healthcare can be enhanced by supporting primary care with training, assistance and supervision by mental health professionals (World Health Organization, [@r10]). Training can increase knowledge and improve competency. A 6-month training programme in mental health for general practitioners and midlevel public health staff by INGO International Medical Corps (IMC) in Sri Lanka after the tsunami increased knowledge, improved detection of mental disorders and led to the registration of more mental health patients in all administrative areas. Thirteen out-patient mental health clinics, operated by trained primary care staff, were opened after IMC provided training in one district and four new mental health clinics were opened in another district. In Lebanon, IMC trained 152 primary care doctors, nurses and social workers in the identification, management and referral of patients with mental health problems. Trainees increased their knowledge and met competency standards. In Haiti, INGO Cordaid provided training in mental health to 115 non-specialist healthcare providers.

To enhance and support broad community recovery after a disaster, health agencies should collaborate with other sectors, especially in the restitution of education services, shelter and people's livelihoods. Collaboration will help achieve the goals of demystifying mental health issues, supporting the well-being of populations affected by emergencies and providing a forum for advocacy (Inter-Agency Standing Committee, [@r2]).

Discussion {#s3}
==========

Mental health interventions in post-disaster settings can develop service capacity and community access through non-specialist health practitioners and community-level workers. Community-level interventions can improve well-being, resilience and awareness. Stigma can be reduced and mental health services for more severe mental illness can be provided, especially in the short and mid-term.

The disaster response should enhance access to mental health services (Perez-Salez *et al*, [@r5]) and improve preparedness for future emergencies (Inter-Agency Standing Committee, [@r2]), but new services are often unsustainable. Although unsustainable, rapid and broad access is usually valued over long-term development. The long-term impact and sustainability of interventions depend heavily on linkages with the health and social welfare systems (World Health Organization, [@r11]). Health system leaders can catalyse the development of community mental health services, so integrating MHPSS programmes with existing systems is preferred to stand-alone programmes (Inter-Agency Standing Committee, [@r2]; Saraceno *et al*, [@r6]; Perez-Salez *et al*, [@r5]; World Health Organization, [@r11]). An intervention by INGO Center for Attitudinal Healing during and after the war in Croatia (1994--96) developed linkages with international and local stakeholders but was not sustainable due to poor linkages with the government health sector.

Sustainable change in mental health services is facilitated by the political will of the government to formulate policy that integrates mental healthcare with primary healthcare through both funding and professional expertise. Primary care workers and mental healthcare professionals may best be trained by professionally designed and implemented methods, including on-the-job psychiatrist supervision (World Health Organization, [@r10]). This was achieved in Sri Lanka after the tsunami, but not in Pakistan after the 2005 earthquake. In Pakistan, the major challenge was poor implementation of mental health policy by trained primary care workers. In Haiti, the shortage of psychiatrists was a serious limiting factor for the implementation of a shared-care model of psychiatric consultation with non-specialist providers.

When MHPSS interventions are implemented by foreign organisations after a disaster, cooperation with local governments should be sought, cultivated and monitored for improvement. After the Croatian war, a mental health centre developed for the community failed to become an official unit of the mental health service. The first community mental health centre recognised within the Croatian mental health service came a decade later, with the Mental Health Project for South-Eastern Europe (SEE) under a Social Cohesion Initiative. The SEE Mental Health Project had favourable operational factors, high political visibility and an approach to overall health which improved social cohesion in the region (World Health Organization Regional Office for Europe, [@r12]).

The political support for long-term change within the mental health system was important for that European project and in other disaster settings, for example in Sri Lanka after the tsunami. Financial sustainability of gains achieved by disaster-related MHPSS interventions is consistently problematic due to insufficient budgets for community mental health services. Training budgets, salaries and organisational costs cannot be covered by the limited health sector funds available in most disaster-affected societies.

The future {#s4}
==========

Post-disaster MHPSS projects have been conducted worldwide, but usually without plans for sustainability or scaling up. Future endeavours should seek sustainability beyond the initial funding by international donors. Up-scaling of such programmes should be a cooperative effort with governments of affected countries, modelled through health and social welfare sectors. Community projects can plant seeds for service development if properly positioned and fashioned to integrate with local practices.

Context-specific methods should be emphasised and local approaches should be respected. This is achieved through proper assessment and identification of existing MHPSS needs and services. The focus should be on evidence-based outcome indicators such as the well-being and resilience of disaster-affected populations (Perez-Salez *et al*, [@r5]). Inclusion of MHPSS interventions in the basic package of health services provided during an emergency is recommended to improve sustainability. Sustainable progress may be achieved through cyclical interventions with foreign and local cooperation and a long-term view. Local players can gradually assume full responsibility for improved mental health services, especially if consistent with strategy for a whole region (Jitendra *et al*, [@r3]).

More evidence is needed on the effectiveness of MHPSS interventions, targeting provider training, psychosocial support and sustainable services post-disaster, and in particular on the clinical effectiveness, feasibility and cost-effectiveness of low-intensity, low-cost interventions that may be extended to practice settings (Overseas Development Institute, [@r4]).

Importantly, a post-disaster focus on improving access to community-based MHPSS is a priority for global relief agencies, including the World Health Organization (Van Ommeren *et al*, [@r9]), the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees ([@r8]), the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, and Doctors Without Borders.
